
schemes and policies are also advertised
in English. Eight such advertisements
were taped and played back. Care was
taken to select advertisements where the
absence of visuals did not affect the
audio materials.

TAPESCRIPT 3
a. Strong binding Vemicol is also
termite proof. So even if you are
using the same wood and the same
carpenter you will feel a lot more
comfortable with Vemicol adhesive.
Vemicol Termite-Proof Adhesive
makes furniture last on and on and
on. . . . 

b. Presenting the television of the
90’s . . . Optonica! Made to interna-
tional standards. . . . Optonica Black
Pearl. . . . Sharp colours, sharp
sound with two-way detachable
speakers . . . Optonica . . . the differ-
ence is sharp.

c. Working on a tight budget? Look-
ing for the right effect? So together
we choose to buy Dulex  . . . from
ICI Dulex . . . perfect partners.

TASK SHEET

Listen to the advertisements and fill in
the details asked for in the grid below.

The tape was stopped after playing
each advertisement and the teacher par-
ticipants were allowed enough time to
fill in the columns in the grid. They en-
joyed this task very much and could eas-
ily provide definite details like the name
of the product, the manufacturer, and
the quality claimed, but they could not
provide the jingle/slogan in most cases.
They confessed that although they were
familiar with all the advertisements, they
did not pay attention to the details.

This task was followed by a brief dis-
cussion on the merits of each product
advertised. Thus the advertisement was a
stimulus for them to speak in English and
to express opinions about the products.

Stories (dramatised)
Two dramatised versions of stories

were recorded and played back to the
teacher participants. The first story was

The Blind Man of Westbury, where two
characters are present. The second story
was The Story of the White Crow, where
Apollo, a Greek god, curses the crow for
its wickedness. After the first story was
presented they were asked simple com-
prehension questions like “What was the
man selling?” “What does the other man
do for a living?” and inferential ques-
tions like “What do you think of the two
men at the end of the story?”

After the second story was played
back they were asked to think of some
parallel stories where someone or some
animal is cursed. Then each one was
asked to narrate the story to the group.
They narrated stories from Indian
mythology like “Kunti cursed by Yud-
hishtra,” “Bhrigu and the Trinity,”
“Nandi the Bull cursed by Lord Shiva,”
and also stories of “Adam and Eve,” and
“Satan, Narcissus and Echo.” Thus be-
sides practice in listening comprehen-
sion, this task gave them practice in con-
tinuous oral narration. While narrating,
some errors of grammar and lack of
tense coordination were noticed and
corrected incidentally. They were en-
couraged to use fillers like “I think,”
“Well,” etc.

I spent about 10 one-hour sessions
on this study. Upon its completion in-
formation regarding the time of the En-
glish news bulletins was given to the
teacher participants along with informa-
tion about other programmes in En-
glish. They were asked to listen to the
news bulletins in English regularly.

My experience was rewarding and I
became aware of the fact that many
problems in language learning can be
solved by exploiting the easily available
resources around us. =

MEXICO

Learner Self Assessment in
Reading Comprehension: 
The Case for Student-
Constructed Tests

Patrick Smith
Universidad de las Américas-Puebla

I understood the reading, but the ques-
tions were confusing. —Fernando

My English is better than this. I don’t
know why I got such a bad grade on the
reading. 

—Deyanira

Like Fernando and Deyanira, many stu-
dents of English as a Foreign Language
feel that their reading comprehension is
better than they are able to demonstrate
on comprehension tests. It is not un-
usual for students to obtain enough oral
fluency and grammatical accuracy to test
into advanced classes. But they may con-
tinue to perform badly on reading tests
if they do not receive specific training in
academic reading skills.

This article describes a technique for
helping students improve reading com-
prehension and reading-test perfor-
mance. The examples provided here re-
flect the type of reading test currently in
use in the Language Department at the
Universidad de las Américas-Puebla. To
make the ideas presented in this article
useful in other contexts,  teachers are in-
vited to modify the procedures to fit
their particular situation.

The theory behind student-
constructed tests

We know from experience that stu-
dent performance on reading sections of
standardized tests like the TOEFL (Test
of English as a Foreign Language) can
improve with focused instruction. But
why is such instruction helpful? As
Casanave (1988) points out, improve-
ment in academic reading performance
may take place in three schemata areas:
content, form, and strategy schema. Be-
cause content schema is largely a func-
tion of the intersection between test
topic and students’ background knowl-
edge, it is beyond the students’ ability to
control and thus beyond the scope of
this article. We can, however, work to
improve our students’ command of form
and strategies. Casanave (1988) notes
that articulation (sharing) of strategies
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improves reading comprehension. Simi-
larly, in an experiment of the effects of
teaching text structure to ESL students,
Carrell (1985) found that reading com-
prehension was improved where learn-
ers received prior instruction on text
forms and patterns. 

Since the literature shows that form
and strategies training can be used to
improve reading comprehension in L2
why not concentrate on these areas in
our teaching? We can do this by asking
students to create reading tests them-
selves. The benefits of this process are
explained more fully below, but they can
be summarized at this point by consid-
ering the relationship of the reader with
a text. The dynamic that the reader con-
structs between text and test is qualita-
tively different from that which s/he
forms with the text alone. As language
teachers, we use tests to measure our
students’ comprehension of text, which
alters the equation between reader and
text. Since reading tests are integral to
assessing student progress and measur-
ing proficiency for further academic
study (TOEFL and Michigan tests),
teachers have a responsibility to help
students develop schema for the form
and strategies of reading tests.

This can be done by having students
work in groups to create a test. Form
schema is created as students grapple
with the test format to construct a rela-
tionship of text to test. Creating and
later taking the test in groups gives stu-
dents the opportunity to discuss useful
strategies. This point is especially impor-
tant at the university level given what is
known about the transfer of reading-
comprehension strategies from L1 to L2
(Nevo 1989). This process, in which stu-
dents create a reading test, is an attempt
to organize the foreign language class-
room to take advantage of what the re-
search shows about second-language
reading comprehension.

An overview of the process
Working in small groups, students

will create a reading-comprehension test
modeled on tests regularly used in the
program. Grades are given to each group
based on their contribution, with all
group members receiving the same
score. Group contributions are edited
and compiled to form one complete test
to be taken by the class. The final step in
the process is a follow-up session to
share test-taking strategies.

Steps in the process
1. Select a text similar

to those used by the pro-
gram for reading-compre-
hension exams.

2. Form groups (3–4
students) to work together
throughout the process.

3. Introduce the proc-
ess. Explain the purpose,
the roles of the students,
the group, and the teacher,
and what is to be done
with the product created.
(See Appendix 1, “Who
Does What in the Proc-
ess?”)

4. Demonstrate/review
the types of questions fea-
tured on exams. (It is help-
ful to have retired versions
of exams available as ex-
amples for groups to con-
sult.) Establish how many
questions each group is re-
sponsible for and a tenta-
tive timetable for comple-
tion of this segment of the
process.

5.(a) Discuss possible
models for group work—
each person works alone
and the group meets after-
wards to edit and approve
individual contributions;
or either pairs or the whole
group works together to
create questions.

(b) Groups decide
which language they will speak as they
create the test. 

Encourage each group to reach a de-
cision on points (a) and (b) before they
begin work.

6. Ensure that all groups understand
the objectives and procedures of the
process.

7. Assign reading.
8. Student groups work to create test

questions based on the text. Teacher cir-
culates to help and observe.

9. Group members edit and sign
their contribution before handing it in
to the teacher.

10. Evaluate group contributions
based on product and observation.

11. Compile “best” questions into
one document.

12. Students take the test they have
just constructed.

13. Students respond to question-
naire (Appendix 2).

14. Feedback/strategy session. Class
discusses test-taking strategies, ideas for
“next time.” The class decides whether
to continue the process, and the changes
to be made.

Benefits of student-constructed
reading tests

Work is currently being done to find
whether there is a correlation between
participation in the process and subse-
quent reading-test scores. Although
definitive claims will depend on statisti-
cal analysis, four areas of improvement
in student performance can be pre-
dicted: (a) improvement in reading
comprehension; (b) focus on written
production and meaning; (c) assumption
of personal responsibility for learning;
and (d) opportunity for observation.

Improvement in reading comprehen-
sion. Based on the questionnaire, 76% of
the students felt that the process of writ-
ing an exam would help them perform
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APPENDIX 1
Developing Student Skills on Academic Reading Tests 

Who Does What in the Process?

-  to understand the reading.
- to develop test questions.

Students work - to determine group and individual
in teams responsibilities.

- to develop answers for these questions.
- to take the test as practice.

- selects the reading on which the test
is based (can also be done by students). 

- works with student teams to
understand the reading.

- demonstrates possible formats for 
The teacher questions and distractors.

- helps teams in the design of the test.
- edits questions and distractors.
- compiles work of various groups into 

one test document.
- provides copies for the class.
- leads the feedback/strategy session 

following the process.

- discuss possible answers to questions.
- correct the practice exam.

The whole class - share test-taking strategies for “next
works together to time.”

- decide whether to continue the 
process.

- can be used as practice material in 
other courses.

- can be included in student or team
The exam portfolios.

- can serve as a reference by students 
beginning the process.

- can assist teachers in determining 
future readings.



better on subsequent reading exams of
the same type. In addition, students felt
that the process of writing the exam
helped them to understand the text on
which it was based. In particular, the
process seems to be useful in helping
students begin reading with a global
focus before concentrating on details
within the text. Finally, although it is not
the focus of this article to isolate the
transfer of specific reading strategies
from the context of a student-con-
structed exam to subsequent readings of
different texts, such a transfer seems to
take place as a result of the process.

Focus on written production and
meaning. Observation and student re-
sponse to the questionnaire indicate that
in the process of writing a reading exam,
participants spend considerable effort
on their written production of English
(and on spoken production in those
groups which elect to use English as the
medium of communication). With re-
gard to written production, students be-
come aware that the accuracy of their
writing is crucial to communicating fine
shades of meaning. There is still a great
deal of emphasis on finding the perfect
word using dictionaries, but within
groups students learn to check each
other’s work. In particular, I have found
that student knowledge of the relation-
ship between morphology and seman-
tics/syntax becomes apparent as it sel-
dom does elsewhere in production.
Students are able to help each other de-
termine whether “endeavor” is a noun
or a verb in a given context, which may
have as much to do with the authenticity
of the task as it does with the nature of
group work. In short, students in the
process devote considerable energy to
the monitoring of language, their own
and that of other group members, in a
manner that is remarkably natural given
the classroom setting.

Assumption of personal responsibility
for learning. Writing reading tests to-

gether promotes learner responsibility.
As they write tests, students have access
to four resources: their own experi-
ence/knowledge; that of the members of
their group; a dictionary; and the
teacher. To encourage students to use all
the resources at their disposal, I consult
with students only after the first three
options have been exhausted. Asking
“What do you think?” and “Why do you
think so?” also gives students an oppor-
tunity to use logic and to formulate their
hypotheses orally. In addition to assum-
ing responsibility for one’s own learn-
ing, this process helps build responsibil-
ity towards a group. Working with the
same people over time allows learners to
recognize their own strengths and needs
and those of the other group members.  

Opportunity for observation. As one of
the most important benefits of student-
written tests, the opportunity for obser-
vation has little to do with how much a
student’s reading comprehension im-
proves. In the beginning of the process,
it seems natural to me to focus on group
dynamics, but as students get the hang

of working together, there is freedom to
observe a range of behaviors. I have fo-
cused on peer correction, individual stu-
dents, and their use of the dictionary,
among other topics. While the increased
opportunity for observation benefits stu-
dents indirectly, it can be an important
tool in improving one’s own teaching.
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APPENDIX 2—Questionnaire

Instructions: After you finish taking the reading test, please take a few minutes to answer these
questions. Your answers will help improve this activity for students in the future.

WRITING THE TEST

1. Have you ever written or helped to write a test before? An English test?
2. How did the members of your group work when you wrote the test? Did everyone work to-

gether on the questions or did each group member write separately and then share what they had
done? Describe the way(s) your group worked.

3. What did your group talk about most when you were writing the test?
4. What language did your group decide to speak while you wrote the test? Did the group use that

language most of the time? If not, please explain why.

TAKING THE TEST

5. Have you ever taken a group test before?
6. Did you like taking the test in a group or would you have preferred to take the test individually?
7. What did you like about taking the test in a group?
8. What did you dislike about taking the test in a group?
9. Did you recognize any questions written by your group?

10. What did you think when you saw your question(s) on the test?
11. Did you convince anyone in your group to agree with an answer you thought was correct?
12. Did anyone in your group convince you to change one of your answers?

AFTER THE TEST/THINKING ABOUT THE PROCESS

13. What is more important to you—understanding the content (ideas, vocabulary) of the reading,
or understanding the form (what the questions and answers look like)?
14. What type of question is usually the most difficult for you to answer during reading tests (gen-
eral comprehension, main idea, paraphrasing, words in context)?
15. Did this process help you do better on this type of question?
16. If you answered “yes” to question 15, please explain how writing the reading test helped you.
Are there strategies you learned on this test that you will use in the future?
17. Do you agree or disagree with this statement: “Writing the test helped me do well on this par-
ticular test, but I doubt it will help me improve on future reading tests.”?
18. Is this a useful process to continue doing in class or do you think once is enough?
19. Please write any other comments or ideas you have about writing or taking the test.




